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The trajectories of the commercial imperative and of cultural production are often opposed, 
and at best orthogonal. The rise of digital media and discounted online sales threatens to 
upset their fragile compromise. New approaches must be found to sustain literary 
publishing. I explore options beyond the market: the subscription model, private 
circulation, and finally suggest ‘public circulation’ backed by a relationship of patronage 
and mutual benefit between literary publishers and public libraries. 
We hardly need reminding that literary book publishing is beset on all sides by hostile forces: 
the long-term erosion of reading for entertainment by other, shiner, media; aggressive retailer 
strategies predicated on deep discounts; and the rush to digitisation, with its concomitant 
depredations—the devaluation of literature when digitally encoded, the never-ending demand 
for lower prices, the threat of ‘piracy’ or file sharing, and the shifting of the reader’s economic 
role from customer to advertising target. Most of these eﬀects are well-rehearsed, but I suspect 
the last is understood insuﬃciently widely. The ebook reader is not simply what it claims, an 
innocent and convenient device for reading texts. It is more like the two-way television in 1984, 
which watches you as you watch it.1 Even buying a physical book online is to submit to a degree 
of behavioural profiling: your purchase is added to a bundle of data that allows its advertising 
algorithm to target you with other products you might like to buy. 
But that’s merely the tip of the iceberg. The Kindle and the Nook know which books we read, 
when we read, and in what order; the pages over which we linger and those we skim past, or that 
cause us to abandon the book entirely. Passages we highlight, and even our annotations are 
 1 Alexandra Alter, ‘Your E-Book Is Reading You’, Wall Street Journal, 19 July 2012. 
2harvested and transmitted back to the giant silos of information to be packaged and sold. (This 
is the main reason Amazon paid a reputed $190m2 for the book-reading social network 
Goodreads.) The race to the bottom in pricing is a devil’s bargain: customers gets free stuﬀ, or so 
cheap it’s nearly free, and Big Data gets to sell their innermost secrets to the highest bidding 
advertiser. Old gripes about aesthetic quality being sacrificed to the commodification of 
literature seem almost quaint when it’s the reader who is being commodified. 
We don’t, and can’t, know the endgame with any certainty. But we can get some idea of how it 
has played out thus far in other media industries that have been aﬀected earlier. The 
combination of subsidising factors that have traditionally kept newspapers afloat—print 
advertising, classifieds, circulation and the cover price—have all been massively shrunk by so-
called disruptive innovation in online media, using the advantage of lower production costs to 
mount aggressive attacks on print media with free or drastically cheaper oﬀerings. Technological 
change has acted as a double-edged sword. The means of production has been democratised: the 
vinyl press replaced by the CD burner, the printing press with aﬀordable networked devices, and 
in the future, the manufacture of small consumer goods may be carried out by 3D printers. Old 
monopolies have been broken. But new ones are taking their place—the Googles, Amazons and 
Facebooks of the world—based not on the nurturing and dissemination of culture but on 
harvesting it.3 Cultural capital, but not in Bourdieu’s sense: rather, a high-tech alchemical 
process that converts the leisure time of its ‘user base’ into large and profitable data sets. It need 
scarcely be pointed out that this business model—capitalist accumulation based on the 
exploitation primarily not on labour as we have traditionally understood it but on the 
commodification of ‘playbour’, or freely undertaken cultural activities and social relations—
 2 Andrew Alabanese, ‘Publisher’s Weekly Notable Publishing People of 2013’, Publisher’s Weekly, 29 
November 2013. 
 3 Politically naïve in his prescriptions, and ideologically blinkered by an unreflective adherence to 
liberalism, Jaron Lanier nevertheless provides an engaging and sceptical account of these processes 
from within the tech industry in Who Owns the Future? (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2013). 
3oﬀers little in the way of renumeration for culturally productive work: writing, editing, 
translating, book design and so on.4 
The future, then, appears bleak. It may therefore seem utterly perverse to suggest, as I intend, 
that publishers produce books and distribute them outside the market altogether. Is this not the 
worst possible moment to indulge such utopian thinking? 
Let me borrow a phrase from that consummate contrarian, the Slovenian theorist Slavoj 
Žižek: that the truly unrealistic, utopian position is to believe that things can carry on the way 
they are. Publishing work of literary merit has usually been undertaken as a compromise with 
market imperatives, in which commercially safe titles act as informal subsidy for work of 
aesthetic value but little prospect for profit.5 This compromise, always precarious, does not seem 
to be tenable long-term. Experimentation, the engine of literature, is high-risk, low-return, and 
often loss-making. In times of economic rationalisation, it is the obvious target to cut from the 
catalogue.  
The music industry is the canary in the mineshaft. Under pressure from both illicit file sharing 
and licensed streaming services such as Spotify, independent labels struggle or go to the wall, 
while the majors have fought a desperate, litigious and mostly futile rearguard battle, and has 
had to make a dramatic shift in focus from consumer sales of recordings to licensing and live 
performance. But in a way, this is back to business as usual: recorded music is a novelty, and we 
may well look back at the past hundred years as a passing technological phase, when the 
recording studio briefly took precedence over the stage, and then receded in importance. 
Whereas the printing press has been with us for almost six centuries, and writing for five 
 4 A range of critical perspectives on ‘playbour’-based accumulation can be found in Trebor Scholz, ed., 
Digital Labor (New York: Routledge, 2013). 
 5 ‘Like an elegant but impoverished aristocrat married to a nouveau riche spouse, literary fiction has 
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4millenia; moreover, unlike recorded music, literature is not a straightforward transcription of 
orality. Public readings cannot replace published work. 
Attempts have been made to escape the devaluation of the book by so-called ‘added value’ in 
production. Elaborate cover design and luxury paper stock can make books into expensive and 
desirable artefacts, but these type of gimmicks work better for classics than for new work. 
Conversely, some writers and publishers have embraced the practise of giving away ebooks for 
free, in the belief that this expands the pool of readers and eventually drives the sales of printed 
books.6 According to the tech evangelists, information wants to be free, and the internet is a 
wonderful gift economy where media can be freely given and received: the old paradigm of 
scarcity is being replaced with brave new world of abundance.  
The problem with this rosy picture is that real gift economies do not work on an anonymous 
basis, and they are just as dependent on scarcity as commercial economies. When a file is 
uploaded to the Pirate Bay, or oﬀered for free on Amazon, there is no sense of reciprocity or 
mutual obligation on the part of the downloader; but without these, the kind of gift economies 
described in Marcel Mauss’s anthropological classic The Gift could not function.7 A gift is 
meaningless without the sacrifice of something valuable belonging to the giver. The greater the 
supply of something, the lower its exchange-value, and a sequence of bytes that can be copied an 
infinite number of times represents a glut of supply, a value that tends to zero.  
I suggest another approach: the book—the physical, printed book—distributed outside the 
market. To refer once more to the music industry, specifically the underground electronic music 
scene with which I’m most familiar, the dubplate is a quintessential example of the gift economy 
at work. The term dubplate refers to a test pressing on acetate before mass production of vinyl 
records—the analogue in publishing would be the galley proof. But the sense I’m talking about 
here originates in Jamaican reggae and dancehall culture, in which bands or singers record 
 6 Cory Doctorow, ‘Giving It Away’, Forbes, 12 January 2006. 
 7 Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. by W. D. Halls 
(London: Routledge, 1990). 
5special versions of their songs for the exclusive use of a sound system. The term was carried over 
into those genres of electronic music that were influenced by dancehall—drum & bass, garage, 
grime—where it’s used for acetate or vinyl records of tracks that have not yet been released, or 
special remixes that may never be released. In these music scenes, dubplates aren’t sold, they’re 
jealously guarded, or distributed among friends and associates. In a reaction against digital 
distribution and devaluation of music, the practise has had a recent resurgence. 
Could we apply the principle to literary publishing? Literary dubplates? By opting out of the 
price mechanism, a book ceases to be a commodity with an arbitrary exchange-value, but retains 
the physicality, and thus scarcity, of print; its value would inhere in its aesthetic properties, or 
more prosaically, its use-value.  
Of course, private circulation of books is nothing new. It was the norm in Cicero’s time, when 
texts were copied out by slaves and circulated first among close friends, then a wider circle of 
acquaintances; bookshops came later.8 But this aristocratic literary world suggests the first 
obvious objection to the idea: the elitism involved in private circulation. The other, more 
immediate, objection is the economic one. If the book is not for sale, then where is the money 
going to come from, to pay for its writing, editing, production and promotion?  
Opting out of the market cannot mean working for free; nor should it. Some kind of 
patronage would be required to make the process viable. There are several approaches that could 
be taken. The least radical would be to use the some form of subscription or crowd-funding 
model; this is already quite widespread, with a number of small, low-volume boutique 
publishing houses oﬀering subscriptions of all books they publish in a given year, and self-
publishing authors using donations from their readers—often tied to the promise of getting the 
first copies—to help them fund the writing of a book. But these strategies aren’t that much 
diﬀerent from selling books. The market is still the arbiter of viability, it’s just a diﬀerent oﬀering
 8 Raymond J. Starr, ‘The Circulation of Literary Texts in the Roman World Author’, The Classical 
Quarterly, 37 (1987), 213–223. 
6—a subscription instead of a book, or a promise of a book instead of one that’s already been 
written.  
More adventurous is the production of certain books for private circulation alongside titles for 
sale on the market. The unoﬃcial subsidy of unprofitable literature by commercial publications 
would be made formal. The criteria by which recipients are chosen could be made explicit, and if 
demand exceeds supply, hopeful readers could be encouraged to apply for copies. The limited and 
exclusive distribution of these titles could generate significant cultural capital—in the usual 
sense—and could be rationalised as an investment in the publisher’s brand. However, this is 
uncomfortably close to the fool’s game of giving away one’s work for the promise of greater 
exposure; and the charge of elitism would be diﬃcult to counter.  
A far more radical approach would be to enter into a relationship of patronage with a non-
commercial entity; a public institution. Such a relationship is not, of course, likely to be an 
unproblematic one, and maintaining independence and editorial control would be a primary 
concern. But the notional freedom of market-based relations, always largely illusory, is—as 
already discussed—rapidly draining away. It can also be argued that dealing with a single 
relationship, based on literary merit, or use-value, is preferable to an abstract relationship 
arbitrated by exchange-value.9 But public money is in short supply. With what institution could 
an independent publisher enter into the kind of mutual relationship that would allow for non-
market distribution?  
The one institution that stands to benefit—and here I don’t pretend to any empirical evidence 
for its viability—is the public library. Libraries, like publishers, are under threat from the 
encroachment of digital media. The library, like the publishing house, must find a way of 
reinventing itself, or risk falling into erosion and neglect. There would, no doubt, be considerable 
bureaucratic inertia to be overcome for libraries to consider investing in patronage of literary 
production, and they are not exactly flush with cash. But the benefits would be significant on 
both sides, and if the cost were spread among all the libraries of a city, a state or the whole 
 9 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (New York: Anchor Books, 1960), pp. 35-36. 
7country, economies of scale could make the outlay palatable. The book publisher, of course, 
would receive a subsidy; and the library would benefit from acquiring something that cannot be 
found online or in bookshops: ‘exclusive content’, in other words. It might be possible to change 
the rather fusty and unappealing image of the public library to something more exciting and 
culturally significant. And for the publisher, the charge of elitism would no longer stick: not 
private, but truly pubic circulation, unmediated by the market.  
These strategies by no means exhaust the possibilities for distribution outside the market. 
There are, no doubt, more creative and radical approaches to be found, once we question the 
assumption that literary publishing equates with selling books on the market.  
